Cancer activists who participate with cancer researchers in shaping public health policy provide a different perspective on the question of breast cancer etiology. We place a higher priority on reducing women's exposure to suspected breast carcinogens than in debating the specific biochemical mechanisms by which these agents may operate. As the fruits of AIDS activism and antismoking campaigns illustrate, answers to mechanistic questions have not been and should not be the driving force behind public health policy. 
When we in the cancer activist community look at breast cancer research, we are interested not only in results, sample size, elegance of experimental design, or validity of the conclusions based on the data. We are also interested in-and are most interested in-saving women's lives. Therefore, we are interested in understanding how particular lines of scientific inquiry are chosen for funding and intellectual pursuit, and we are interested in influencing those choices. We are interested in how public health policy is made in the face of scientific uncertainty. We are interested in research that identifies Royale National Park in northern Minnesota, and they gain entry into our bodies as contaminants of drinking water and as residues on food. At least one of the triazines, atrazine, is a known endocrine disrupter and is restricted for use in Germany, the Netherlands, and several Nordic countries. However, in the United States, atrazine is used on about 73% of all corn fields. Atrazine causes mammary gland cancer in at least one strain of laboratory rat (2) . It also causes chromosomal breakage in the tissues of hamster ovaries at concentrations below its maximum legal limit in drinking water (3). Case-control studies in northern Italy show a connection between exposure to triazine herbicides and ovarian cancer among women farmers (4, 5) . Triazine weed killers in the Corn Belt states where I grew up can reach breathtaking levels in rivers and streams, and in the finished drinking water drawn from these sources, during the spring months of planting and rain (6) .
Discovering substitutes for polyvinyl chloride (PVC) plastic is an unmet need. Vinyl chloride, the industrial feedstock of PVC, is considered a known human carcinogen because of its link to a rare form of liver cancer (7) . A 1977 study showed that women who breathe vinyl chloride vapors on the job showed a 36% excess in breast cancer mortality (8) . Inhalation of vinyl chloride as well as ingestion of PVC dust triggers breast cancer in female rats even at the lowest doses (9) . Freshwater fish contain residues of vinyl chloride as does drinking water, both because vinyl chloride is a frequent contaminant of groundwater and because PVC water pipes can shed vinyl chloride from their interior surfaces. Vinyl chloride vapors also waft from hazardous waste sites and are an important air pollutant (7, 10 lead, we do not need to describe every link in the biochemical chain between blood levels and lowering of IQ in order to demand an end to lead additives in gasoline and a remediation of lead-based paint in housing. When we need to protect ourselves against AIDS, we do not need to know everything about CD4 receptor molecules or cofactor fusin proteins before learning how to use condoms. Indeed, safe sex education and needle exchange dramatically lowered HIV infection rates among certain key populations years before scientists identified the mechanisms by which the AIDS virus gains entry into human immune cells. Thousands more lives would have been lost had we waited to take action until all the viral mechanisms of infection were elucidated. Breast cancer prevention efforts need to take a lesson from the successes of AIDS activism. (Ironically, the focus on AIDS prevention has been facilitated in part by the incurable nature of the disease. By contrast, breast cancer prevention efforts have historically been overshadowed by the glamor of seeking a cure, and more recently, by the fatalistic focus on early detection.)
The issue of mechanisms is closely allied with the issue of proof. Here, scientists and activists bring two different types of conservatism to the topic of cancer research. As argued brilliantly by science historian Robert Proctor, scientists are conservative when they take care not to overestimate a hazard or when they speak cautiously when (19) . By contrast, our current system of regulation appears governed by what some of us have referred to as "the dead body approach," which waits until damage is proven before action is taken.
"'We need more study' is the grandfather of all arguments for taking no 
